
Block Grants in real life:

deliver services to the disadvantaged and to draw businesses and jobs to poorer 
urban areas. Communities have a great deal of flexibility in how they use the funds to 
meet these needs.

Categorical Grants in real life:
The Environmental Protection Agency makes categorical grant to states specifically 
to fund state partnerships in enforcing the Clean Water Act, the Clean Air Act, and 
the Safe Drinking Water Act. States have no flexibility in how to spend the funds they 
receive from EPA.

No Federal Infliuence in real life:
Martin Luther King Jr. Day was established as a federal holiday (most federal 

number resisted. It took until 2000 for all the states to recognize it, and some states 
used other names for a time, like “Civil Rights Day” (New Hampshire) or 
“Lee-Jackson-King Day” (Virginia).

Unfunded Mandates in real life:
The No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 required that public schools administer 
state-wide standardized tests to students. If schools did not show yearly improvement 
on the tests, they had to take steps at their own expense to raise the quality of the 
education they provided.

Categorical Grants Strict and specific requirements Unfunded Mandate Strict and specific requirements

Block Grants No rules, or broad grants of power within programs No Federal Influence No rules, or broad grants of power within programs
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Public demands, policy complexities, and electoral politics all put pressures 
on the national government to expand its powers beyond those in the 
Constitution. To get the states to do its will, Congress has to decide if it 
is willing to pay for what it wants, and how much it trusts the states to 
comply voluntarily.

National policy 
requirements may 
not be appropriate 
for local conditions

Very cheap for 
the federal 

government

State complain about 
unfairness and 
burdensome 
regulations

Undermines state 
cooperation

States have autonomy 
and pay for their own 

programs

Results in high diversity of 
policies, including inequality; 
promotes state competition 

and its outcomes

Calls for congressional 
and presidential 

restraint in exercising 
their powers

Good for 
congressional 
credit-taking

Look
what we

did!

Greater program 
innovation; 
undermines 

congressional 
credit-taking

Hey!
We

helped.

What
a 

deal!

THAT’S
NOT
FAIR!

We’ll
be

good.

Heavy regulatory 
burden 

(“red tape”)

State
Program

Easy way for 
members of 
Congress to 
garner favor

Ensures state 
compliance and 

policy uniformity

We’ll
obey.

State 
politicians love 
money without 

“strings”

Grants become 
highly vulnerable 

to federal 
budget cuts

POLICY
NATIONAL

POLICY
STATE

POLICY
STATE

a
b c

Leads to policy 
diversity and 

inequality, meeting 
state rather than 

national goals

POLICY
NATIONAL

POLICY
STATE

POLICY
STATE

a
b c

Greater 
state 

flexibility

State
Program

Categorical Grants Unfunded Mandate

Federal Grants as Incentives No Federal funding
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FEDERAL FUNDING NO FEDERAL FUNDING


